





As the Philippines is archipelagic, its fisheries sector understandably
plays a key role in the economy. In recent years, however, the viability of fisher-
ies as an economic base has been threatened by a serious natural resource and
environmental problem: rapid overfishing.
The magnitude of overfishing in the marine fisheries subsector is summa-
rized in Table 1. Species-based data show that the catch per unit effort (cpue)
from fishing has steadily declined over time such that the 1984 output was only
approximately a third of the 1965 output. In contrast, fishing effort in 1984 was
greater by five times that of the 1965 level. In other words, although more effort
has been spent on catching fish, yield per unit has been fast declining.
A review of past studies (Dalzell et al. 1987, Silvestre and Pauly 1987,
Trinidad et al. 1993, and Padilla and de Guzman 1994) shows that there are
still gaps in the research on overfishing that need to be addressed. First, previ-
ous analyses were mainly based on species-based data as noted in Table 1.
Thus, results are inadequate for actual fisheries management which are,
oftentimes, sector-based. Second, past works barely touched on the
employment implications that possible reductions in fishing effort,
if necessitated, may bring about.
Study of Overfishing in the Commercial Marine Fisheries
Partly to address the aforementioned gaps, a recent research
study (Israel and Banzon 1996) was conducted specifically to look
into overfishing in the commercial marine fisheries. This subsector
was singled out because, in contrast to the municipal marine fisher-
ies, it offers a wider latitude for the exercise of policymaking and
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Year Effort CPUE Effort CPUE
('000 Hp) (Mt/Hp/Y) ('000 Hp) (Mt/Hp/Y)
Table 1
Fishing Effort and Catch per Unit Effort for Small Pelagic
and Demersal Fish Species in the Philippines, 1965-1985
1965 105 2.50 182 1.13
1966 194 2.00 203 1.09
1967 210 1.55 264 0.20
1968 203 1.76 337 0.89
1969 166 2.11 431 0.65
1970 157 2.69 494 0.56
1971 155 2.93 536 0.53
1972 313 2.08 610 0.54
1973 292 1.74 676 0.51
1974 280 1.82 718 0.52
1975 266 1.94 653 0.46
1976 259 2.01 524 0.69
1977 280 2.03 509 0.73
1978 363 1.64 534 0.68
1979 416 1.20 534 0.68
1980 371 1.21 677 0.55
1981 491 1.13 677 0.47
1982 625 0.92 777 0.47
1983 621 0.85 946 0.40
1984 557 0.84 976 0.42
1985 558 0.84   -    -
Average Annual
Growth Rate (%) 11.93 -4.07 10.04 10.83
Sources:  Silvestre and Pauly (1987) and Dalzell et al. (1987).
management at the national level.
Furthermore, government atten-
tion has currently been focused on
commercial fisheries in light of the
ongoing efforts to improve re-
source management in the fisher-
ies sector in general. The research
therefore aimed to shed light on
overfishing issues in the commer-
cial fisheries as well as provide
additional information which could
be useful in policymaking deci-
sions.
The results of the said study
confirm what had been implied in
past studies: the commercial fish-
eries subsector is already overex-
ploited. The findings further show
that there will be substantial soci-
etal gains in terms of annual eco-
nomic rent if the commercial fish-
eries subsector is operated at an
economically sustainable level
(Table 2). Based on estimates, at
1994 prices, an economic rent of
about P15.2 billion will be gener-
ated given a maximum economic
yield of P33.5 billion.
To be able to attain the eco-
nomically optimal level of opera-
tion for the commercial fisheries
subsector, the study indicates that
a substantial reduction in the cur-
rent overall fishing effort would
have to be made. Specifically, cur-
rent effort which is estimated to
be around 2.09 million horse-
power (hp) will have to be reduced
by as much as 45 percent to ap-
proximately 1.14 million hp. This
huge reduction, however, is ex-
pected to result in a serious level
of unemployment, at least in the
short run. In particular, around
144,000 commercial fishermen
will lose their jobs (from the cur-
rent level of 320,000 to around
176,000 fishermen) if economic
sustainability is to be achieved.
Clearly, the results of the
study bring out two interrelated
issues that need to be considered.
On the one hand, the problem of
overfishing can no longer be ig-
nored. It has to be addressed to
attain sustainability in the commer-
cial fisheries subsector. On the
other hand, any solution to the
problem must be sensitive to the
potentially large negative impact
on employment.
Recommendations
^ Since it has been estab-
lished that commercial fisheries as
a whole is already overfished at
the national level, a program that




Key Sustainability Indicators in the Philippine
Commercial Fishermen, 1994 Figures
Indicator Figure
Maximum economic rent P15.2 billion
Maximum economic yield P33.5 billion
Estimated current fishing effort 2.09 million hp
Fishing effort at maximum economic yield 1.14 million hp
Percent decrease in fishing effort to attain
    maximum economic yield 45 percent
Estimated current number of commercial fishermen 320,000 persons
Estimated number of commercial fishermen
    at maximum economic yield 176,000 persons
Potential number of displaced fishermen
    at maximum economic yield 144,000 persons
Source of data:  Israel and Banzon (1996).
to the level of fishing effort must
therefore be put into place. At
present, the Fisheries Sector Pro-
gram is in the process of coming
up with a scheme to control fish-
ing effort in the subsector. Need-
less to say, the recommendations
of this program must be seriously
considered and implemented.
^ Without preempting the
ongoing work of the Fisheries Sec-
tor Program, several solutions to
the overfishing problem can be
thought of. A practical solution
which can be considered for the
short term is to substantially raise
the license fee rates currently im-
posed on the commercial fisher-
ies. At present, these fees are very
low to effect any real effort reduc-
tion (e.g., Schatz 1991). Using the
same license system, albeit at
much higher rates, to help reduce
effort has a distinct advantage in
that the fishery authorities already
have some experience in adminis-
tering it.
^ There is some doubt,
however, on the effectiveness of
the license system as a means of
reducing fishing effort in the long
term. For one thing, there is al-
ways the possibility that the bur-
den of paying for the higher license
fees will just be passed on by com-
mercial fishermen to the final con-
sumers through higher prices for
fish catch. Thus, it becomes nec-
essary that other measures be con-
sidered by the fishery authorities.
A management system similar to
the Individual Transferable Quota
(ITQ) system in New Zealand and
adjusted to accommodate local
conditions, for instance, might
work here and should be studied
(Pearse 1991).
^ While the estimated
maximum economic rent that can
be derived from the optimal op-
eration of the commercial fisher-
ies may be high, the actual eco-
nomic rent that the sector is en-
joying may be much less given the
open access nature of fisheries.
Thus, to prevent dislocation and
closure among commercial fisher-
men, any effort reduction scheme
must be applied gradually. For in-
stance, if higher license rates are
imposed, the new rates must be
set way below what can initially
capture the maximum rent. In ad-
dition, the increases in license
rates have to be done gradually to
allow adjustment among the fish-
ermen. In the first year of imple-
mentation, for example, rates may
not be more than 20 percent of
the final targeted maximum rates
for the attainment of sustainability.
The rates can then be increased
at the same percentage every two
years or so thereafter.
^ Even before an effective
effort-reducing scheme is in place,
the problem of displaced commer-
cial fishermen should be looked
into seriously. Since many fisher-
men have limited skills outside
their work, it will be difficult to
employ the displaced in other eco-
nomic sectors. Hence, a retrain-
ing and employment program may
be necessary. A potential option
is for the national government and
private sector to pool their re-
sources together to organize such
a program. Moreover, if the need
arises, an alternative livelihood
program similar to those devel-olicy   Notes P
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oped for municipal fisheries may
be put up to accommodate at least
the most disadvantaged of the fish-
ermen.
^ Over and above what has
already been suggested related to
fishing effort, strong reforms are
needed in the law enforcement
system side to control overfishing.
In particular, the illegal under-
ground economy in fisheries, such
as commercial operators using  un-
licensed duplicate boats, must be
curtailed. Reducing poaching by
foreign vessels is a must. Penaliz-
ing offenders strictly according to
law is also needed to discourage
future unlawful activities.
^ Finally, although the
commercial fisheries as a whole
may be overfished, there are pock-
ets within it, such as specific fish-
ing areas and commercial species,
which currently remain under-
exploited. The development of
fishing and species in these areas
must be afforded equal priority in
fisheries management. It is a chal-
lenge to the government, there-
fore, to be able to control
overexploitation at the national
level and at the same time promote
further development in certain
growth areas and species in com-
mercial fisheries.
Areas for Future Research
Further work needs to be
done in the area of fisheries re-
search.
First, empirical research on
overfishing has been dependent on
reconstructed data from various
and, sometimes, conflicting
sources. An important order of
work for fisheries agencies should,
thus, be the standardization and
improvement of a reliable fisher-
ies data base, especially output
and price data.
Second, current literature on
overfishing, in general, employ
partial equilibrium models which
focus on fishing effort as the fac-
tor that influences the level of
catch. Certainly, there are other
better models which can be tried
and used once the required data
are available from the relevant
agencies. Moreover, these models
can include other diverse factors
that influence  the amount of catch
in the analysis.
Third and last, since past and
current studies are national in
scope and coverage, there is a
need to study the problems of
overfishing and resource manage-
ment in terms of specific areas and
species, especially the most com-
mercially important ones. This is
to help identify areas and species
whose exploitation need to be
closely controlled or further devel-
oped.  4
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